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ABBREVIATIONS  

APP Annual Performance Plan 

ASP Agency Strategic Plan 

C.F.R. Code of Federal Regulations 

DCARO Deputy Commissioner for Analytics, Review, and Oversight 

e7b Electronic 7B File 

FY Fiscal Year 

GRB Government and Retirement Benefits  

GS General Schedule 

HCF Human Capital Framework 

HCOP Human Capital Operating Plan 

IWM Improve Workplace Morale 

LENS Leadership Essentials for New Supervisors 

NLDP National Leadership Development Program 

OARO Office of Analytics, Review, and Oversight 

OBFM Office of Budget, Finance and Management 

OHR Office of Human Resources 

OIG Office of the Inspector General 

OPE Office of Personnel 

OPM Office of Personnel Management 

OSLWD Office of Strategy, Learning and Workforce Development 

PC Processing Center  

PD Position Description 

RESOLVE Reaching Every Supervisor or Leader Very Early 

SSA Social Security Administration 

SWP Strategic Workforce Planning 



 

The Social Security Administration's Human Capital Planning  (A-02-19-50866) 1 

OBJECTIVE  

Our objective was to determine whether the Social Security Administration (SSA) is complying 
with strategic and talent management human capital planning requirements. 

BACKGROUND  

The Human Capital Framework  

Federal regulation1 establishes the Human Capital Framework (HCF), which provides 
comprehensive guidance on strategic human capital management in the Government.  The 
HCF was established “. . . to align human capital management practices to broader agency 
strategic planning activities, and better align human capital activities with an agency’s mission 
and strategic goals.” 2  The Federal Register on Personnel Management states, “Strategic 
Human Capital Management processes used to cultivate and manage the workforce must be 
integrated into agency planning and management processes, remain current with research and 
best practices, allow for proactive responses to anticipated environmental changes, and seek to 
continuously maximize the efficiency and effectiveness of human resource service delivery.”3 

The HCF consists of four systems:  strategic planning and alignment, talent management, 
performance culture, and evaluation.  Agencies must use these systems to plan, implement, 
evaluate, and improve human capital policies and programs.4  For purposes of this review, 
we focused on strategic planning and alignment and talent management as they address what 
we consider to be the more critical aspects of SSA’s hiring and planning. 

Strategic Planning and Alignment  

The strategic planning and alignment system requires that an agency ensure its human capital 
management strategies, plans, and practices: 

 ̧ are integrated into strategic plans, annual performance plans (APP), and goals;  

 ̧ contain measurable and observable performance targets; and 

 ̧ communicate in an open and transparent manner to facilitate cross-agency collaboration to 
achieve mission objectives. 

 

1 5 C.F.R. § 250.203 and § 250.205.  Agencies are required to develop a Human Capital Operating Plan, a planning 
document that must demonstrate how an agency’s human capital implementation strategies follow the principles and 
standards of the HCF while including an explanation of how human capital policies, initiatives, objectives, and 
resources will be used to achieve agencies’ human capital goals. 

2 5 C.F.R. § 250.203 established the HCF, replacing the Human Capital Assessment and Accountability Framework.   

3 Personnel Management in Agencies.  81 Fed. Reg. 89357 (December 12, 2016).  This rule, effective April 11, 2017, 
is intended to align human capital management practices to broader agency strategic planning activities, and better 
align human capital activities with an agency’s mission and strategic goals.  

4 5 C.F.R. § 250.203-204.  An agency must use the systems and standards established in this part, and any metrics 
the Office of Personnel Management subsequently provides in guidance, to plan, implement, evaluate, and improve 
human capital policies and programs. 
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Talent Management  

The talent management system “. . . promotes a high-performing workforce, identifies and 
closes skill gaps, and implements and maintains programs to attract, acquire, develop, promote, 
and retain quality and diverse talent.”5  The talent management system requires that agencies: 

 ̧ plan for and manage current and future workforce needs; 

 ̧ design, develop, and implement proven strategies and techniques and practices to attract, 
hire, develop, and retain talent; and 

 ̧ make progress toward closing any knowledge, skill, and competency gaps throughout the 
agency. 

The Office of Personnel Management (OPM) is the chief human resources agency and 
personnel policy manager for the Government.  It has developed additional information and 
tools to assist Federal agencies in implementing the HCF.6 

Planning Documents  

The Agency Strategic Plan (ASP) defines SSA’s long-term strategic goals and objectives for a 
4 Fiscal Year (FY) period, including those related to its workforce.7  The ASP’s broader-based 
goals and objectives are more specifically defined in additional planning documents, including 
APPs. 

The APP addresses the goals, strategic objectives, and strategies in the ASP, as required by 
the Government Performance and Results Modernization Act of 2010.8  SSA evaluates its 
progress by the performance measures and targets for each strategic objective. 

According to OPM, a human capital operating plan (HCOP) details how an agency is 
implementing human capital strategies to support its strategic plan.  SSA’s workforce planning 
and goals are more specifically detailed in its HCOP, which includes SSA’s human capital key 
initiatives and related performance measures needed to accomplish its broader strategic goals.  
Each HCOP spans several years; the current HCOP covers FYs 2020-2022, and the prior 

 

5 5 C.F.R. § 250.203(b). 

6 5 C.F.R. § 250.204 and OPM’s Policy, Data, Oversight: Human Capital Framework, opm.gov (March 2, 2022).  
Federal agencies must use the systems and standards outlined in 5 C.F.R.§ 250.203 – 250.205, which include the 
HCF and develop an HCOP as a tool for agency leadership to set a clear path for achieving stated human capital 
strategies.  Under 5 U.S.C. § 1103(c), OPM is responsible for guiding, enabling, and assessing agency strategic 
human capital management processes. 

7 The FY ends on September 30 of the corresponding year. 

8 The Government Performance and Results Modernization Act of 2010, Pub. L. No. 111-352, 124 Stat. 3866 (2011), 
requires agencies to include a description of:  (1) how the agency is working with other agencies to achieve its goals 
and objectives as well as relevant Federal priority goals and (2) how the goals and objectives incorporate views and 
suggestions obtained through congressional consultations. 
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RESULTS OF REVIEW  

SSA is not complying fully with strategic and talent management human capital planning 
requirements. 

Strategic Planning and Alignment  

The strategic planning and alignment system requires that SSA ensure its human capital 
management strategies, plans, and practices are integrated with strategic plans, APP, 
and goals within those plans.  This includes a requirement that it integrate its human capital 
strategies in its planning. 

Human Capital Plan ning Integration   

Agency Strategic Plan  

SSA’s human capital management strategies are not well integrated in its ASP.  The FYs  
2018-2022 ASP has limited information on the human capital strategies needed to achieve the 
strategic goals and objectives it outlines.  One of the eight strategic objectives in the ASP, 
Improve Workforce Performance and Increase Accountability, under the strategic goal Ensure 
Stewardship, addresses SSA’s workforce.  In describing this strategic objective, SSA states its 
human capital management includes three major focus areas:  workforce, succession, 
and performance management.  The ASP does not describe the three focus areas or their 
relationship to strategic goal and objective obtainment (see Appendix E for more information on 
SSA’s strategic objective, Improve Workforce Performance and Increase Accountability). 

In another section of the FYs 2018-2022 ASP, Key External Factors We Must Consider, 
SSA includes 2 paragraphs on its workforce trends, including that it projects more than 
21,000 of its employees will retire by the end of FY 2022.  While SSA acknowledged the loss of 
a large portion of its workforce, it only stated it must take steps to mitigate the impact of the 
retirements, including a loss of institutional knowledge and impaired succession management 
and knowledge transfer.  The ASP does not further describe what the mitigating steps might be 
(see Appendix E for more information on the Key External Factors We Must Consider). 

SSA broadened the descriptions of its human capital management strategies in its FYs 2022-
2026 ASP.  Two of the eight strategic objectives in this ASP address SSA’s workforce - Promote 
Diversity, Equity, Inclusion, and Accessibility in Hiring and Advancement and Support 
Employeesô Chosen Career Paths, which are listed under the new strategic goal Build an 
Inclusive, Engaged, and Empowered Workforce.  Although the ASP now has two human capital-
related objectives, their descriptions are limited (see Appendix E for more information on the 
two workforce-related strategic objectives in the ASP).  Additionally, the newer ASP omits the 
Key External Factors We Must Consider section that was included in the previous ASP. 

Annual Performance Plan  

https://www.ssa.gov/agency/asp/materials/pdfs/SSA_Agency_Strategic_Plan_Fiscal_Years_2022-2026.pdf
https://www.ssa.gov/agency/asp/materials/pdfs/SSA_Agency_Strategic_Plan_Fiscal_Years_2022-2026.pdf
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SSA’s APPs are aligned with its ASPs.  The APPs further elaborate on the ASP strategic goals 
and objectives and provide more information on key initiatives and annual performance goals 
and measures that support those initiatives.  However, similar to the ASPs, SSA’s human 
capital management strategies are not well integrated in its APPs.  We reviewed multiple APPs 
and found that each provided limited and incomplete descriptions of the human capital 
management strategies needed in support of the key initiatives they included.13 

The FYs 2021-2022 APP, which supports the FYs 2018-2022 ASP, includes the strategic 
objective to Improve Workforce Performance and Increase Accountability.  The APP describes 
three related key initiatives—strengthen the performance management process, execute talent 
management and succession planning, and invest in training and support for managers (see 
Appendix E).  SSA’s descriptions of the three key initiatives are limited.  Additionally, like the 
ASP, the APP does not detail the human capital strategies needed to address SSA’s other 
strategic objectives. 

The FYs 2021-2022 APP includes a list of challenges identified by SSA’s leadership, including 
having “. . . enough employees with the right skills in the right place at the right time.”14  
Beneath this challenge, SSA only bullets the titles of the three key initiatives it previously listed 
in the document—strengthen the performance management process, execute talent 
management and succession planning, and invest in training and support for managers.  It does 
not elaborate on the initiatives (see Appendix E for more information on the APP’s Additional 
Challenges Identified by Our Leadership). 

SSA’s Annual Performance Report for FYs 2021ï2023 includes the APP for FY 2023 and 
further elaborates on the two workforce-related strategic objectives also within its FYs 2022-
2026 ASP – Promote Diversity, Equity, Inclusion, and Accessibility in Hiring and Advancement 
and Support Employeesô Chosen Career Paths.   

Promote Diversity, Equity, Inclusion, and Accessibility in Hiring  and 
Advancement .  Under this strategic objective, SSA has the key initiative of Enhancing 
Strategic Workforce Planning.  The initiative includes developing a strategic workforce planning 
framework and business process in FY 2022, which SSA plans to assess in FY 2023 for  
“. . . expanded implementation at the component level and to support development of future 
human capital efforts.”15  The APP does not provide addition details on these efforts or detail 
how they support the other strategic objectives in the APP. 

 

13 We reviewed the APPs for FYs 2019, 2020, 2021, 2021–2022 and 2023. 

14 SSA, Annual Performance Plan: Fiscal Years 2021-2022, p. 47 (May 2021). 

15 SSA, Annual Performance Report: Fiscal Years 2021-2023, p. 35 (April 2022). 
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SSA includes a second key initiative for this strategic objective, Execute Talent Management 
and Succession Planning.  Under this initiative, SSA explains it is developing an “enterprise-
wide approach to succession planning,” which it plans to test and validate in FY 2022 and begin 
a phased roll out of in FY 2023.16  The APP does not include further details on the succession 
planning approach or how it will support the remaining strategic objectives in the APP 
(see Appendix E for more information on the two key initiatives on workforce planning and talent 
management and succession planning). 

Support Employeesô Chosen Career Paths.  This strategic objective includes four key 
initiatives:  (1) Improving Employee Engagement, (2) Investing in Training and Support for 
Managers, (3) Strengthen the Performance Management Process, and (4) Ensure Equity in 
Leadership Development. 

 ̧ Under Improving Employee Engagement, SSA developed its engagement improvement 
plan in FY 2021 with plans to implement it in FY 2022 and evaluate and enhance it in  
FY 2023. 

 ̧ Under Ensure Equity in Leadership Development, SSA conducted internal assessments of 
its national leadership development programs in FY 2021.  SSA plans to analyze the 
development program’s application process and identify “promising practices” and areas of 
improvement in FY 2022.  It will enhance the leadership development program to promote 
equity in FY 2023. 

All of these descriptions are process-oriented and lack enough detail to determine how SSA will 
address its major near-term workforce challenges, including mitigating the impact of increased 
retirements and addressing the resulting loss of institutional knowledge, impaired succession 
management, and knowledge transfer.17 

Human Capital Operating Plan  

SSA’s HCOP provides strategic direction for the current and future workforce and near-term 
“human capital strategies, initiatives, and methods for measuring progress” in the same focus 
areas outlined in the FYs 2022-2026 ASP—workforce, succession, and performance 
management.18  It further states that the HCOP “. . . covers various human capital priorities 
deemed critical by agency senior leaders and subject matter experts”19 and reflects SSA’s 
high-level strategy to “support the full lifecycle of employees from recruitment to attrition.”20 

 

16 SSA, Annual Performance Report: Fiscal Years 2021-2023, p. 35 (April 2022). 

17 See Appendix E for more information on the four key initiatives supporting the strategic objective of supporting 
employees’ chosen career paths 

18 SSA, Human Capital Operating Plan: Fiscal Years 2020-2022, p. 3 (February 2021). 

19 SSA, Human Capital Operating Plan: Fiscal Years 2020-2022, p. 3 (February 2021). 

20 SSA, Deputy Commissioner for Analytics, Review, and Oversight (DCARO), Audit Liaison Staff, Audit No. 
22021008 - Final Agency Response to OIG Entrance Conference Questions- OIG Review of The Social Security 
Administrationôs Workforce Management (A-02-19-50866) (Email February 11, 2021). 











https://www.ssa.gov/agency/asp/
https://www.ssa.gov/agency/performance/
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